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      I’ve known death. For over half a millennium, I escorted many to death at the end of my sword. I will never forget the eyes of the dying as it shrouded them. Foolishly, thinking countless more eras would pass before death came for me. It came so swiftly that I could not run; I could not escape.

      At a village, dressed in human clothes, I absorbed everything. Being Elvin, has its advantages linguistically as does sneaking out for centuries. Their hobbled homes burrowed into the ground. Rocks crunched on top of one another with thatched roofs made from woven straw. I had never seen a home or inn that was higher than three levels, as if they were afraid of the sky.

      Jugglers bounced torches and knives hypnotically delaying my return to my people. It was autumn equinox and the festivities would continue well into the night. Children laughed as they chased each other. A trail of leaves from their costumes twirled after them. It was dark when I reached the forest. Choosing a shorter hike up the hill rather than the long path back would make up for lost time. I didn’t need to alert the Elvin guards patrolling the barrier of my escapade. Liana would worry that I was late. Tomorrow night would be the two month anniversary of our hand twining ceremony. One more month as was customary, then we would wed.

      A gasp rustled through the dry leaves. Nearby, the tree roots shot a warning to me. There was no time to change back into my Elvin garb. After I passed the border, which kept men from entering our land, I’d made a quick change back to my Elvin tunic I had hidden in my pack.

      In the distance, a groan broke through the chirping crickets. Curiosity spun me around. The autumn breeze shifted through my worn human clothes, chilling me. Someone may need help and I dashed in the direction of the sounds.

      Whomever had made the noise should be a few yards ahead. Slowing my gait, not to startle anyone around with my Elvin speed, my leather boots crunched upon dried, diseased leaves and bark. Horrified, I glanced up.

      Branches twisted around, suffocating each other. Lifeless limbs cracked in the wind. The trees’ flesh sloughed off in layers, exposing its bones. Deep gashes hollowed out chunks of warmth. Fragments of leaves clung to fingertips, marking sepulchers of the dying trees.

      Trees mourned with wails like splitting wood, and I brought my hands over my ears. I must flee before I became infected, they whispered.

      Leave before the stain of this defilement creeps into you, they warned. Trees spoke to my people, they always had. Yet, these trees were in such agony of death that I could not breathe. My lungs folded in on themselves, like a moth unable to break loose from its cocoon.

      There was nothing I could do for them, and if I lingered too long, whatever disease gnawed upon them would choke me too. Where could I go if I carried something so foul as to devour trees from the inside out? I’d never return to Tamlon if this infection took hold of me.

      I drew away, but movement at the base of a decaying tree to my right stopped me. My night vision picked up the sight of a man. His sallow face seemed to glow in the moonlight. Poking out from rags lay his arms and legs, which resembled skin stretched over sticks.

      So cadaverous was his face, I’d have thought him dead if he hadn’t moved.

      “Please,” he said and his voice sounded like cicada’s vibrations, “help me.”

      “What ails you in this troubled place?” Did my voice, foreign to my ears in speaking the human language, reveal my nature.

      “I am lost.” His dark eyes crinkled around the corners. “Without the strength to rise. If you would but assist me up, I’ll be on my way.”

      I’d never touched a human before. Something gave me pause or a sort of dread that stilled my heart. My feet itched to flee. As soon as I helped him, then I’d leave. I gritted my teeth and reached a hand down.

      His gnarled fingers snapped on my arm, making me wince. Jerking me forward, his face contorted. Surprised by his strength, I fell beside him. Blackness curled around me.

      Teeth, fangs, broke through the skin on my neck. Then I knew him for what he was, a vampire. I struggled in protest. My words trapped in my mind. This shouldn’t happen. I was not human. But I felt my essence slip from me with each every draw of my blood.

      I tried in vain to push him off me, but I couldn’t move. My joints and muscles locked in place. Release. Get away. I screamed again and again in my mind, but my body refused to obey. If I could reach my sword, then I’d behead the monster. But my hands, even my fingers, refused to move.

      My bones locked as if steel rods had replaced them and tempered closed. Embraced by death. The wind roared in my ears, bringing the laments of the trees around me, piercing into my soul. Here, the ebb of my life drained away from me.
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      He twitched.

      A tugging at my wound sent pain searing through me as he tried to pull away. But neither of us could disentangle. He was locked with me, and I with him.

      Pain churned behind my eyes like scorching fire. It seeped through my skull and down my spine. His essence mingled with mine and filled me.

      And I knew him.

      I knew his thoughts, his name, and his victims through the centuries. Inside my head, he was yelling. “Not human. Not human. What are you? Draining me, my power.” His words shattered through my mind.

      What was happening? The ground beneath me sighed. Bugs crawled along the leaves, their mouths crunching through the bark. In sleep, birds ruffled their feathers.

      The stench of blood and death lingered. A feeling of falling coursed through me. Everywhere my skin tingled like pine needles pricked me. I sensed each groove of my knuckles.

      Finally, my strength returned to me, and yet something more. A thickness settled over the beating of my heart. Beneath my skin, an itch, a tingling began.

      My muscles and bones relinquished their rigidness. I shoved him away and he gasped.

      “What have you done?” Black blood ran from his eyes.

      “Nothing.”

      His life force shimmering like the dew in the morning. Fragile and waiting for the day to melt it away. Then his eyes rolled back into his head, and he was dead.

      But I was alive, no vampire. I shrugged it off that my kind must have immunity to his. Doubt tickled behind the veil of my conscious mind with fleeting stories of prophecy and a dark monster from my childhood stories.

      My fingers brushed across the wound from my attack. Before I stumbled upon any other visitors, I needed to change my clothes. These human clothes had almost killed me.

      I removed the old human clothes and left them beside the rotting body. Thrust my legs into my trousers. Then I yanked my silk tunic over my head.

      Images of wolves swam through my mind. They’d be upon me in two hundred paces. Why I felt they came for me, I could not explain. Never before could I sense animals so far away, or their intent. I stomped on my boots and slipped on my cloak. Leaving the discarded clothes behind, I ran.

      Howls echoed behind me. I dared not stop but flew over the rocks to my home. I’d search the scrolls to find what might have befallen me. Warning steeled my breath when I debated approaching my parents or the elders about this dark night. No, I must find out for myself before I spoke about this to anyone.
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      My breath eased as my boot hit the marble floor of the city. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized I held it. Below, the wolves bayed at the moon. Everyone rushed to watch them. Wolves roamed the lands, but these did not move to leave.

      Catching the uneasiness in the air, I refused to let myself run to the library vault. Instead, I advanced at a set pace. Doubt clutched me. Had my countenance changed? But everyone greeted me the same as before.

      The prophecies would assist me. I’d review them first before visiting anyone. The wolves’ howls echoed through the chambers and I felt as if they vibrated through me.

      Once inside the library, I rushed forward, unable to slow my steps. I careened around the shelves of histories and laws, then ducked behind the velvet curtains to the vaults. Memories of my childhood visits with my father here rose up to comfort me. I had tagged along behind, as privileged few were allowed access.

      As an adult the reason for my father’s admittance became clear. Somehow we were the key to the prophecies. Generations of our family were commissioned to read the prophecies to their firstborn sons. I don’t remember much about the words, except they ignited my intrigue with the human world. My father had stopped taking me over a century ago.

      I pushed open the marble door. The coolness faded into my palms as the door swung open. After stepping through the doorway, the door slammed shut behind me. At a table carved from the marble wall, Nivel scoured through tattered parchments.

      Nivel’s silver hair contrasted with his smooth face. Although he was the oldest of us, he bore no signs of his age, except his hair. Once, when dared by my friends to ask his age, he answered in a riddle.

      “I am the age I’m meant to be,” he said. “Continue my course, until all is set before the dark one who will come.”

      Remembering this ran shivers down my spine. The vault’s door slammed shut behind me yet he didn’t flinch or turn. It was only when my boot scuffed across the floor that brought his face around.

      His green eyes widened as though in shock. “Brock? You’ve come to read the prophecies?”

      I nodded wondering if this was a good idea.

      “Your father must have wanted you to review them before your wedding, eh?” He rose and his robes flowed with him as he searched the shelves for the information I sought. “Strange, though, I’d have thought his worries gone with the approach of your marriage.”

      His babblings made my mind race. What was he speaking of? And why would my father not need me to read them now after all this time?

      Rising on his tiptoes, Nivel grasped a parchment illuminated among the others. He set the scroll down on the table. Etched in gold ink, glimmering words pulled at me. Then he gestured for me to take a seat. “Everything should be clear to you since your father explained all with your betrothal in order to safeguard your future children.

      My throat closed, denying the opportunity to explain how my father told me nothing.

      “I’ve another patron in the library. I’ll leave you for the moment.” He swept from the vault.

      Swallowing, I turned back to the gold scroll, and sunk into the chair.

      What I read made me feel as if ice water poured over me and seeped into my marrow. There must be some mistake. This couldn’t be about what happened in the woods. The words blared at me even though their full meaning abandoned all reasoning.

      With the autumn leaves the dark one, Vaer, will come. Wolves echo his return. Judgment for any who harbor him.

      A mixing of blood long ago shall return to birth this dark monster. Death comes with him. He brings the end of our time. Only the spilling of the witch’s blood will atone.

      I reached to push the words from me, but my hands still trembled. Anytime now Nivel would return. He’d see the astonishment on my face. The chair grated over the marble floor as I leaped up. Without waiting I rushed from the chambers. I must find out the truth from my father. Demand he confess to me what this meant—what was happening.

      Outside the library, Liana waited for me. I almost ran her over in my haste.

      “Brock, come with me.” Her honey hair curled around her hips.

      I’d confide in her since she humored my curiosity about humans. Perhaps she could help me make sense of the words of the prophecy shouting over and over in my mind.

      “The council has been called in on the account of the wolves.” She led me into her parent’s chambers. “I believe we have some time before they convene.”

      Yet, the wolves still had not moved on or stopped their howling, which seemed to be growing louder. Silk draped the walls in white. Colored pillows, mimicking the colors of the rainbow, were tossed in piles on the floor. She reclined against a stack and held her hand out to me.

      When my hand brushed hers, I felt a sense of relief. There was no need to worry. I did not bring death with me like the prophecy said. I settled down beside her and our fingers laced together. I ached to touch her. Kiss her lips and taste them. My free hand cupped her face.

      Her smile widened. Drawn to her, I brushed my lips across hers. A prickling pulsed through my lips. She sighed, as if with pleasure, and I took her lips with my own. My heart pounded in my ears. Our breath mingled together as one. Time froze. A tugging within, and a thickness settled over me.

      My heart vibrated louder, faster with each beat. Shafts of light pressed behind my closed eyes. The restlessness of the wolves and their yips brought me to pause. But still, the sweetness of Liana’s lips would not let me stop. I felt the ripple of the earth beneath our tree home. Water nourished the veins of the leaves.

      Then a wrenching ache crashed into me. Immediately, I knew Liana. Heart pounding in my ears was hers. Her pain reached into me, but still, I could not stop. Her light made me turn to her like a flower seeking the sun. Part of me shouted to free her. Her thoughts and memories flooded into me. Her wishing to soar like a hawk, stolen kisses with other boys, and her reluctance to entertain me every time I mentioned humans.

      Consuming her was a hunger I could not fathom. I drank her in.

      Until my hands and lips brushed coldness. I opened my eyes and then threw myself from her. Her body slumped. Blood crested in streams from her eyes. Her lips bluish-white. I feared to touch her again. But desperately hoped she lived. For endless ages, it seemed, I watched her for the slightest sign of her heart beating, for even the shallowest breath.

      Nothing. My guilt rose up and choked me. I was the dark one—Vaer—the monster. I was Death. For Death now dwelt within me.
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      Shouts and footsteps drew closer. We had safeguards within Tamlon. The trees would send a warning to the elders if anyone was killed. The elders would dispatch the guards immediately.

      But I did not run or hide. I welcomed execution for taking her life. Although I still did not understand how it had happened. At first, my touch brought no harm. Could I restore her life again?

      In vain, I kissed her mouth, but numbness itched on my lips. Arms seized me, yanking me backward.

      I lay sprawled among booted legs. One kicked me in my side. Gloved hands grasped my tunic and lugged me up until I was on my feet. The room bobbed. Spear points pushed me forward.

      Whispers tensed as we marched to the council room. The crowd parted with indrawn breaths.

      A mother drew her son to her side. His black hair waved almost down to his hips. Reminded me of how I looked as a child. Thin, and pointed ears stuck out from underneath dark hair. Green eyes like my own stared up at me. My father had always told me that I had to grow into my ears, which happened when I reached my current height of over six feet. Was this boy as self-conscious as I was at his age?

      Liana cradled in a guard’s arms, dead. Then Nivel rushed to her, peered into her face. His hand held over her mouth as though testing for breath.

      Sorrow slammed a knife into my chest and I couldn’t take in a deep enough breath. Liana’s mother wept in her husband’s arms.

      We entered the council’s chambers. Velvet covered chairs spread before me, arched like a horseshoe around a carved marble table that glowed like a fire lit within.

      Other members of the council glared between Liana’s lifeless form and me. The horn of trial pealed and my limbs ached from the sound.

      Thrust onto my knees, I awaited their questions. No longer did I doubt my change.

      Father and Mother rushed in behind Nivel’s swirling robes. One look at Liana’s corpse and my mother fainted.

      An elder, Jaris, whose face resembled a shriveled prune, broke through the murmurs and wails. “I call this hearing to order by the honor of the court.”

      Elders took their seats.

      “Tell us how this atrocity happened. Hide nothing.” His eyes bored into mine.

      All the members of the council stared from their seats.

      Clearing my throat, Nivel raised eyebrows but then nodded for me to tell. Even though I feared the worst, I would not shame myself or Liana with cowardice.

      I confessed everything: the human clothes, sneaking across the barrier, the vampire attacking me. My thoughts of an unknown immunity that did not beckon me to declare him master, but rather ended his life.

      When I spoke of Liana’s death, I kept my voice stead despite my grief. I had never meant her harm.

      The guards holding me by my arms dropped them. No one would ever want to touch me again.

      “Reaper of death,” Liana’s mother choked. “Kill him before we all perish.”

      “Aye.” I implored them. “Kill me and free yourselves. I’ll not bring judgment upon you.” Life for a life as was our law. I welcomed death, something more permanent then this walking curse.

      A resounding gasp filled the chamber.

      “Who let him read the sacred scrolls?” Elder Jaris swung back his arms.

      “Our destiny,” my father stepped forward. “I read the text to him when he was a child, as my father before me, and so on. As is the custom—I’d no idea he remembered the words.

      “After his marriage, he’d receive the instruction to watch for the sign. Safeguard his sons.” Red crept up the collar of his white tunic. “I failed in my duty. Kill me instead.”

      “Nay. I disobeyed the laws. My kiss removed the life from Liana.” I bowed before them. No one else must die because of me. Another could take the punishment of an accused if both were willing, and I was not. “Do not lay this charge to an old man but kill the disease now.”

      Shouts of agreement rang in my ears. My heart echoed in unison with the stomping of their feet.

      “I say kill him now before his lips harm anyone else,” a guard called out and others joined in.

      Another guard snatched my arm. “Perhaps we should build a mask to cover his face and shield any fair maidens from his kiss of death.”

      A few snickered. But before the guard could move, the thickness over my heart burst forward to where his hand rested on my arm.

      I jerked, trying to pull away.

      “Don’t like my idea?” he asked. Then his face twisted in a cross between a grimace and a silent yell.

      Blood drained from his eyes and ears. All around me, Elvin screamed, running for the exit. Trampling each other. The guard fell dead at my feet. All of his life flashed before me. How he hated his cousin and had fallen in love with a vampire before humans staked her. They’d secretly meet at the barrier each night until the time she never came. Later, he found her body washed up on the shore.

      “Stop,” I called out trying to ease their pandemonium even though I wasn’t sure how much more my curse would progress since it had only been a kiss that killed Liana and now someone touching me had done the same. “You’re safe as long as you don’t come near me or touch me.”

      The remaining guards drew their swords and spears, aiming their tips at me.

      “Help them.” I waved a hand to the throng crushing each other to escape.

      A few broke off from me to calm the crowd.

      Jaris banged his gravel on the council’s marble table. “Stop! Enough!”

      Once the crowd settled down, many remained pressed against the back wall, watching me with wide eyes.

      “Kill him!” someone shouted and soon the order rang around the room.

      One of the guards, the one who had first teased me before his friend died before his eyes, stepped forward with an ax. I gave him a nod, then sank down, lowering my head for his blow.

      “Wait,” a voice boomed. Nivel rushed forward. “Prophecy foretells our destruction if the dark one perishes. He alone can save us.”

      Silence pounded through the chamber. The marble floor beneath me radiated coldness through my knees.

      “Remove this dark one from our mist while Nivel discusses the prophecies with the council,” Jaris waved the swords back. “Then we’ll determine what is to be done or who is to be executed.”
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      Secluded within my chambers, I paced. Thousands of regrets paraded through my mind. If only I hadn’t delayed in the village or paused in the forest.

      Disgusted, I clenched my fists and wished to all the gods I could go back in time and right my wrongs. Outside my chambers, soldiers guarded the door. Laws stated that parents could be called to blame in a murder’s upbringing. If anyone harmed my father or mother, I’d use my power against them.

      Strange, all my life I’d been envious of others of my kind who possessed even a hint of magic.

      Often, the greatest could manipulate a glass of water or a flame. No one had the power to give life, or take it.

      What if I found this witch the prophecy spoke of? Drew her blood and freed myself? Would I then be forgiven for taking two lives unintentionally? I raked a hand through my hair. How was I to find her?

      My twin sister had been sacrificed to the witches, for it was our law whenever twins were born. The youngest, regardless of their gender, was sacrificed to the witches as was custom. When I asked my father how often twins they murdered, his green eyes, lighter than mine, teared up. Twins were rare, born once before, many thousands of years ago. Wasn’t witches taking my sister enough? Now they had used their foul magic to contrive this curse upon me.

      Bring this witch now before me and I’d remove her head. Show the elders my proof. Or a thousand witches. I’d kill them all.

      But alas, no witch would be found within these chambers. Nor anywhere within our tree cities.

      Damn the wolves. Their constant howls made me grit my teeth. A faint murmuring filtered through the walls. Nivel.

      I swung open the door as Nivel waited for a guard to step aside. His white robes billowed around his ankles as he strode inside.

      The door shut behind him.

      “What news of my mother and father?” I reached out to snatch his arm, but then dropped my hand.

      With a flourish of his robe, Nivel sat. “Don’t make an old man crick his neck. Sit.”

      He waited until I lowered in the chair across from him before he spoke.

      “The council challenged your father for his grievous wrong.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but he raised a hand.

      “No time for arguments. Your father confessed, but only to not explaining to you. He believed the prophecies he read aloud when you were younger would thwart any attempts to leave the safety of the circle of trees.”

      If anything, his warnings had set my determination to cross the barrier and explore the world of mankind.

      “The elders have decided his punishment. You’ve less than a year, eight months, to complete this quest and find the witch. The banishment will be temporary if you can fulfill the prophecies.”

      Banishment. I was forsaken by my lands and family for what I’d become, unfortunate in my fate, tossed out of Tamlon, the great tree city, like rotting leaves. Pleading my remorse would bring no reprieve. Nor would I beg.

      I could have exacted my revenge on everyone. Torn the limbs off all opposers, even made myself king. However, then I would’ve given into my new nature, crowned the beast within. Other’s desperation thrust upon me.

      A fitting punishment, they’d call it. Lack of sympathy turned me cold.

      Outside, any others would shun me at best. Punished for what I became—what I was.

      “And then?” Acid crept into my throat.

      Nivel swallowed hard and looked away. “The council will execute both your father and mother.”

      “Why are they punishing my parents for my crime? Let me speak with the council elders. If they will spare them, then I forfeit my life here and now.”

      “No that would be too easy and the laws forbid harming the Vaer.” Nivel folded his arms. “The only way to save them is to follow the prophecy.”

      “But how am I to find this witch and kill her?” The thought of forced exploration sent a chill down my spine.

      During my brief encounters with mankind, the blackened flesh of burned witches on display dotted the countryside. Witch trials spread far and wide leaving some villages with only men. Even children were not spared. What would humans do if they found out I was not one of them? Dread chewed on my insides.

      “I can’t tell you.” His white eyebrow rose. “It’s up to the Dark One to determine the prophecy and fulfill his destiny.” 

      “Withered roots.” I shot him a glare. “I can’t roam through the world of mankind chopping down every woman I see.”

      “Watch your tongue with curses,” he sighed, his shoulders slumped. “I’ll tell you what has been passed down to me through the Ancients.”

      I leaned forward. His words would help me. I imagined the witch would have some marking. A scar on her hand or face. Or which village she lived in. Her name.

      “The witch will be a human. A virgin. Her full power will come with her first bleeding.”

      “That’s it?” I grumbled under my breath. “Must I walk to every girl and ask if she’s bled yet?” My voice bounded off the walls.

      Nivel smiled and I wanted to strike him. Instead, I leaned back holding my knees down to keep from springing up. His hand dove within the folds of his robe.

      “This will aid you.” He held out a jeweled silver dagger. A dark red gem covered the handle. “Touch this to the witch. But she must have reached her magic, with the coming of her first blood. The garnet will shine, signaling she’s the one.”

      Unable to answer I held out my hand. The dagger felt heavy and cool in my palm.

      “You must pierce her heart and spill her blood.”

      I swallowed at the vision of plunging this blade into a human’s heart. “Can you give me nothing else? No name or anything?”

      “I have given you all I am able to,” he said holding up his hands. “Pack quickly. The elders are on their way to exile you.”

      The knot in my stomach tightened.

      Banishment. More disgraceful than death. But what did I expect? I was an abomination. I nodded numbly and thrust the dagger down into the side of my leather boot.

      “They age faster than us. Their girls experience their menstruation between eleven and fourteen.”

      Grasping handfuls of silk tunics and trousers, I shoved them into my pack.

      Nivel stuffed three apples and a mound of flatbread in with the clothes. Rummaged through his robes again, then held out a cloth bag. The clinking sound brought my eyes to meet his.

      “Coins. You’ll need them.”

      “Where?” I glanced into the open pouch. These were human coins.

      His weary smile silenced me. “Each year, for a few weeks, I sell stone carvings in a village. Elders are given leniency of the laws.”

      With a shrug, I accepted the coins. Knowing again characteristics of mankind, I stuffed the pouch in my other boot.

      “Brock,” he said.

      The saying of my name with a hand on my shoulder sent a ripple through me.

      “Our fate depends on you. You are the Reaper of Death, but also the Bringer of our Hope.”

      “How?” Heaviness plopped in my heart. “I go to save my family. Even if my life is forfeit, everyone else will live.”

      “You did not read all the prophecies. This heralds our destruction as well. Already, the disease of the land spreads through the trees.” His words brought back the images and laments of the forest where the creature attacked me. “Soon, our own trees will decay.”

      Unable to answer I strapped my scabbard and sword to my waist. He handed me my quiver and bow. An echoing march of soldiers approached. Shrugged on my cloak over my weapons and snatched up my pack.

      The marble door vibrated as they opened it.

      Armed men surrounded Jaris. “Brock Rashwe, son of Lieves Rashwe, son of tree elves, brother to the wind, earth, and water, from forthwith you are banished. You have less than four seasons to fulfill the prophecy or your family and all will die.”

      I nodded. Grief and dread shrinking my skin and making me hot as though I had a fever.

      With gloved hands, they snatched me. Dragged me forward, then down the stairs. They tossed me outside through the entry.

      Ancients shielded our tree cities from mankind’s sight. Our lands mingled with theirs. And yet, don’t know us.

      In the past, when wars with humans came, we withdrew from them. The remains of our history among them are considered fable or myth. Our Ancients erected an invisible barrier only our kind may cross back and forth. If
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